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Abstract 
 
Much cultural and social history fails to engage fully with business history, resulting 
in an impoverished view of central institutions such as the public house. Using the 
twin concepts of control and interpretation, and with a particular focus on managed 
houses, the article suggests that the degree of control exercised by companies over the 
character of public houses during the period has been exaggerated. Whilst there was 
an increasing degree of control over public houses in terms of ownership and product 
range, this control was not necessarily used to influence the character of the house. 
Many companies left such concerns to their tenants, viewing their pubs as distribution 
points rather than retail outlets. Changes to the pub, such as the ‘improved public 
house’, were as much about the respectability of the trade in response to regulatory 
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pressures as about meeting customer needs. An appreciation of contrasting business 
strategies can give a richer picture of the public house and its place in popular culture. 
 
‘many landlords […] think of the pub as a place of friends as much as a place of 
profits.’1 
 
Introduction 
 
The public house was a key site in the production and reproduction of popular culture 
during the hundred years from 1850. In the same period increasing numbers of pubs 
were bought by brewing companies and run by them as ‘tied’ houses. However, there 
is relatively little discussion in social history of the connections between the two 
statements. Companies tend to lurk in the background as shadowy, often slightly 
malign figures, their actions the province of business historians. The assumption often 
seems to be that their ownership of pubs had deleterious consequences for the 
communities formed in them. However, relatively little attention is paid to specifying 
these effects, especially as embodied in the person running the house. There is a 
tendency, for example, to use terms like ‘beer house’ and ‘public house’ 
interchangeably, despite the differences that there might be in both physical 
appearance and operating practice. 2The account presented here bridges this gap by 
presenting some material about the different ways in which the pub was run. The 
account commences in 1850 as this was the date around which direct house 
management (often seen as an indicator of ‘commercialised leisure’) commenced in 
Liverpool; it ends in 1950 as that date marks the diffusion of a more interventionist 
attitude towards the shaping of the public house amongst a wider section of brewing 
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companies, as evidenced by the trade press and company histories.3   The discussion 
draws upon an analytical distinction between ‘control’ and ‘interpretation’ in the 
running of pubs during the period. ‘Control’ is taken to be a concern with the 
economic aspects of the public house, ‘interpretation’ to do with more symbolic and 
cultural aspects. Of course, in practice the two are inter-twined, but the argument 
pursued in the article is that it helps to regard them as analytically distinct.  This is 
because such treatments of the public house as exist tend to operate with an 
undifferentiated concept of 'commercialised leisure' and to exaggerate the degree to 
which large companies shaped what happened in the pub.  
The contention is that we can understand ‘commercialised leisure’ and the impact that 
it had on the public house better if we distinguish between control and interpretation. 
In many of the ‘leisure retail’ companies of the early twenty-first century much 
management attention is paid to shaping the way the pub appears, as laid down in 
brand standards and theme manuals. In other words, the companies are as much 
concerned with the interpretation of the pub as with controlling the business done 
within it. Looked at in this light, the concern of companies owning pubs during our 
period was much more one of control, and control moreover that was largely a 
response to regulatory pressure, influenced by the broader temperance movement. The 
focus was largely on matters such as tenancy agreements and pricing and even when 
companies engaged in direct management, their concerns were over workforce 
discipline, rather than with control over customers. An examination of practices 
employed by a number of companies suggests that knowledge about customers was 
limited and such intervention in shaping practices within the pub as did occur tended 
to take a physical form. We can see this most clearly in the tensions involved in the 
‘improved public house’ movement. The conclusion is that a rather more nuanced 
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appreciation of different strategies amongst pub owning companies, and the extent to 
which they impacted on what happened in the pub is necessary if we are to generate a 
more satisfactory account of the nature of public houses in the period. Whilst the 
improved public house movement represents a partial attempt to influence what 
customers did, it was a mediation of several concerns and its impact might be 
exaggerated. Real change does not come about until after 1950. New forms of leisure 
outlet provided real competition for the public house. They were perceived by 
brewers to be more attractive to potential customers that they had historically paid 
little attention to, such as women, and to offer a range of products, such as food, 
which they had largely failed to address. The response of the brewers was to pay 
much more attention to both the form of the pub and the way that business was 
transacted in it, in a manner that was generally in sharp contrast with dominant forms 
of practice in the previous years. 
 
 
Definitions and evidence 
 
It is worth examining how the issue of running pubs has been treated thus far, as it 
indicates key issues of definition and evidence. On the first count, there is a persistent 
failure to be clear about the distinction between the running of pubs by nominally 
independent tenants and their control by salaried mangers. This elision was frequently 
made by Victorian critics of the pub, much to the exasperation of trade commentators. 
For historians, the problem is that these critics of the industry were a particularly 
vociferous group of publicists, whose concerns dominate sources such as the 
numerous Royal Commissions and Select Committees. This means that particular care 
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is needed in interpreting their evidence; not only is it vague on definitions, but it is 
also prone to exaggeration. There is much of value in their words, but only if taken in 
conjunction with other sources.  
 
The discussion below might be thought on reflect on sins of omission and 
commission. The former is far more common in the literature, with the tensions being 
recognised but not explored.  Often the world of business organisations forms a 
shadowy backdrop to more detailed explorations of popular activities, but its role is 
not explored any further.4 In some cases, this is because the pub is rather taken for 
granted, and the focus is on alternative forms of leisure.5 Others recognise the 
potential issues but leave them to one side having noted them. Thus Jones points to 
what he sees as a key tension - 'Thus the public-house - part of a significant Capitalist 
industry - was the hub of working-class social life, catering for all kinds of activities.' 
– but his discussion avoids exploring the tension by focussing on the ‘community 
pub.’ 6 Similarly, Walton’s more recent account notes ‘the rapid spread of the tied 
house system and the decline of the home-brew pub in the late nineteenth century 
altered the balance between independent businesses, tenants and managers,' but does 
not explore this balance further. 7 
 
These treatments point to some potential issues of interest to be explored below, but 
other accounts have the potential to give us completely the wrong impression of the 
relationships involved. Thus the suggestion by Collins and Vamplew that changes 
happening in 1890s ‘represented the acceleration of its transformation into a modern 
retail industry, in which the importance of marketing, product brands and retail outlets 
were paramount’ telescopes processes which, it will be shown, only really occur after 
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1950. 8 However, this impression could be excused to the extent that it seems to be 
supported by some historians with a more detailed focus on the industry. Gutzke, for 
example, suggests that by the 1890s brewers were  ‘increasingly impersonal and 
inflexible, even ruthless in maximising profits.’9 However, this seems to be taking 
licensed victualler propaganda rather at face value. No doubt there were some 
companies who acted in this way, and many certainly tightened up tenancy 
agreements under the pressure of legislation, as we will see below, but this argument 
is too sweeping for the industry as a whole. One good example of how the picture 
becomes cloudy by a failure to distinguish between the strategies operated by 
different companies can be seen in the following account of events in Crewe provided 
by Chaloner. It is worth citing and discussing at some length because it shows some 
of the confusions that can arise from an uncritical approach to evidence.  
 
During the last quarter of the nineteenth century the great brewery companies 
began to buy up individual public-houses over wide areas. How far this 
process had gone in the Crewe of 1892 may be gauged from a list of that date:- 
Owner      No of public houses in Crewe 
Sir A B Walker, Ltd (Liverpool)    8 
Greenall & Whitley (Warrington)    8 
North Cheshire Brewery Ltd     7 
South Cheshire Brewery (E S Woolf)   6 
L.N.W.R. Company      3 
Charles Welch       2 
The large breweries had reduced the tenants of their tied houses to the level of 
mere wage-paid managers, evictable in many cases after a week's notice. This 
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system destroyed the sense of responsibility felt by the more liberally treated 
tenants and the proprietors of "free houses". 10 
 
It is worth noting here that only the first two companies named could be envisaged as 
being ‘great brewery companies’ and that the two adopted radically different policies 
with regard to the running of their public houses. Sir A.B. Walker Ltd did indeed run 
most of their houses as managed houses, as we will see below. However, Greenall, 
Whitley were firmly committed to the tenancy model, as their evidence to the Peel 
Commission on the Liquor Licensing Laws clearly indicated. 11 For contemporary 
temperance advocates, however, the distinction was not one worth making. It is clear 
that Chaloner’s account, and his subsequent treatment of the battle between the Crewe 
Magistrates and the firm of Peter Walker & Son (successors to the business of A. B. 
Walker), is taken entirely from Liberal and temperance sources The problem is that 
such a one-sided treatment cannot help us understand why this battle was precisely 
between these two groups and did not involve other companies on the list.12  Of 
course, in many accounts the issue of who runs public houses has either not been 
treated in detail or has been misrepresented because either it was perceived to be a 
marginal issue in the particular context or because of the absence of source material. 
The argument of this article is that discussion of the different ways in which 
companies sought to run pubs could be helpful in shedding light on this important 
institution, not least in the influence it may have had on the shaping of popular 
culture. Some material that indicates how this happened is presented, but this follows 
a brief discussion of the distinction between control and interpretation in the context 
of the pub. 
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Interpretation and control in organisations 
 
Management as control is the dominant motif as much in radical as in managerialist 
accounts of work organisations. For classical theorists, as exemplified in the work of 
Frederick Taylor, the challenge was to design structures and roles in which there was 
strict separation between conception and execution in the name of meeting the goals 
of the organisation.13 For radical opponents, notably Braverman, this led to a process 
of deskilling in which human satisfaction from work was subordinated to the drive for 
profit.14 Whilst scientific management advocated control in the name of a ‘rational’ 
division of labour in the context of unitary goals, the radical critics pointed to the 
ideological dimensions of this control in organisations where the goals were very 
much contested. However, what both perspectives tended to underplay was the need 
for interpretation of the environment. There is, whether explicit or implicit, a form of 
market determinism at work here that still characterises much business history. Forms 
of control are, by these accounts, simple responses to market needs that will be 
convergent in nature by reasons of competitive pressure and the demands of capital 
accumulation. Whilst, of course, there is much of value in such accounts they tend to 
ignore the need for creative human responses to perceived pressures, such as those 
constituted by markets. This need for interpretation was central to Marx’s famous 
contrast between the bee and the human, where he pointed to the central capacity of 
the human to envisage activities before engaging in them. 
 
This focus on the creative response of human actors to their environment has been 
revived in much contemporary organisational theorising. Shifts in the nature of work 
and the all-pervasive influence of information technology have led a variety of writers 
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to suggest that there is a need to look at the way in which organisations interpret their 
environment and respond to it. Whether this should be done by conceiving 
organisations as ‘interpretative systems’, by suggesting the need to examine the 
formation of the ‘dominant logic’ or by focusing on learning, writers from a variety of 
perspectives unite in seeing this as an important issue.15 A problem with some of 
these accounts is that they tend to divorce issues of interpretation from those of 
control.  However, their importance is in reminding us about the potentially contested 
nature of ways of seeing the world and the inter-relationship between this and control 
of organisations. We can see the implications of this if we consider the notion of 
‘locus of interpretation’ in the context of the pub. 
 
At one end of a continuum we can place the house owned and run by a publican. Not 
only is this person free to order her own supplies (hence running a ‘free’ house) but 
she is also able to set the nature and tone of the house. Of course, she does not have 
complete freedom to do this. In practice her degrees of freedom are constrained by 
both existing and past customers. Past customers in the sense that certain pubs get a 
reputation as being a pub of a particular type where certain sorts of people meet – a 
gay pub, an Irish pub, a union pub, a music pub. Such reputations can be hard to 
shake and may be reinforced by existing customers, who wish to see old customs 
maintained. In turn, however, the new publican may bring certain personal attributes – 
especially those of a sporting nature – that brings in new customers and sets this 
against existing reputations. The interpretation of the nature of the pub is therefore a 
complex process of on-going negotiation between publican and customers. The 
opposing end of this continuum is the house that is part of a national chain that is both 
branded and themed. Often drawing upon exemplars that have emerged from the 
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process of negotiation described above (one thinks particularly of the ‘Irish’ pub) 
these houses have their character established by a central marketing department. The 
nature of the house is laid down in detailed ‘brand standards’ which extend to the type 
of service to be offered, and these standards are policed not only by a managerial 
hierarchy, but also by mystery visitors and other devices. Customers, too, are enrolled 
into this work of control, through such devices as suggestions cards and complaint 
forms, and the premises will be overseen by a salaried manager. In this example, the 
locus of interpretation lies, notionally, firmly at the centre of a large organisation. The 
schematic representation of this in figure 1 indicates how this unification of control 
and interpretation might occur in one person, in the case of the free house, or in one 
organisation, as in the case of the managed house. Between these two extremes the 
divergence is represented by the tenanted house, in which control over, for example 
product range might be firmly in the hands of the owner of the house but 
interpretation of the character of the house might be exclusively the concern of the 
tenant. Clearly, control and interpretation are analytic constructs. In practice, there is 
likely to be an intermixture of the two. However, it is worth holding them apart for the 
purpose of analysis, in order to explore the inter-relationships between them over 
time.  
Figure 1 about here 
Further, in practice, as de Certeau reminds us, customers can find space in the 
everyday to resist the most all enveloping of centralising tendencies.16 The result is 
not, therefore a foregone conclusion, but rather a site of contestation, even if such 
contestation is played out in the smallest of everyday details. There could also be a 
tendency to regard this continuum as modelling some sort of historical process, with 
an inevitable movement towards centralised interpretation. There are certainly 
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tendencies in this direction, but this article argues that, in as far as such tendencies can 
be identified, they gain momentum from the 1950s. The extent of centralised 
interpretation, it will be argued, was limited in pubs up to that point. What occurred 
was a tendency towards centralised control, in which brewers mediated the demands 
of both the regulatory authorities and the temperance lobby. It is the development of 
this complex process of mediation that we turn to next. 
 
Managing the pub 
 
It is worth looking at those companies that employed management as a central part of 
their business strategy as they might be regarded as being the clearest case of the 
potential interference in the nature of the pub and hence of the sorts of practices 
engaged in within it. Even if this did not amount to direct interference (by either 
prohibiting or promoting particular groups of practices or people) then it might be 
argued that the employment of salaried managers might lead to rapid turnover of staff 
who were concerned only to follow the orders of their employers at the expense of 
community building within the house. That is, the process of mutual constitution of 
the pub by occupier and customers depends on the occupier (whether owner or tenant) 
having sufficient time and discretion to engage in such a process.17 Certainly, this was 
the opinion of those concerned about the employment of ‘mere servants’ to run pubs, 
as in this editorial from the Liverpool Mercury in 1889: 
 
A single individual may own a dozen, a score, or fifty houses in various parts 
of the city, each conducted by a servant of no estate, liable to dismissal at a 
moment's notice, and held responsible for promoting the success of the 
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concern to which he is for the nonce attached. The master of many may 
employ or discharge at his personal whim, and not the slightest difficulty is 
experienced in transferring licences from one to another of the units who come 
and go as persons who are supposed by a fiction of the law to have entered 
into a serious contract with the licensing authorities.18  
 
Whether, of course, managers were dismissed ‘on a whim’ is a matter of the historical 
evidence. Those companies involved in the employment of managers would have 
suggested that it was not in their interest to do so and the passage above suggests as 
much about Victorian attitudes towards employment relations as to the actual working 
in practice of those relations. However, the date of this passage should indicate that 
the ‘managerial system’ was practised before the 1890s by a number of companies, in 
contrast to the impression given by business history. 19 In particular, it points to the 
importance of Liverpool in the developed of managed house systems. Because of their 
leading position and the survival of company records, the firm of Peter Walker & Son 
is one of those to be considered below. The other prime centre of the managed house 
was Birmingham, and the firm considered here is Mitchells and Butlers. Both 
companies feature as leading exponents of the system in the evidence to the 1896 
Royal Commission and so it is appropriate that we consider their operation of 
managed houses. 
 
Of the two, Peter Walker & Son were by far the more aggressive exponents of 
managed houses. Perhaps reflecting the embattled nature of relations between trade, 
politicians and magistrates in Liverpool, the company issued a celebratory booklet on 
the Golden Jubilee of the company in 1896. Four pages were devoted to a defence of 
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their practices, setting them firmly in the context of multiple retailing. ‘The 
Managerial System,’ it protested, ‘exists in all these businesses, and yet we never hear 
anyone shrieking about the tyranny of the grocer, the draper, or the druggist because 
they insist upon their managers discharging their duties with efficiency.’20 Whilst 
brewing beer in Warrington, the company began as a combined enterprise between 
Peter Walker and his son Andrew Barclay, acquiring and running public houses in 
Liverpool from 1846.21 Whilst it is difficult to obtain precise details of the emergence 
of the practice of managing houses, as opposed to the conventional practice of putting 
them out to tenancy, house accounts survive from 1858 that suggest both the owning 
of multiple houses and the practice of putting these houses under management. 22 The 
surviving records indicate the following pattern (see Table 1) of ownership in 
Liverpool:23 
Table 1 here 
The years between 1830 and 1870 were ones of considerable turbulence in Liverpool 
licensing practices. Beerhouse licences, created by the Act of 1830, were 
enthusiastically taken up in Liverpool, causing not a little distress amongst the 
existing licence holders. 24 The multiplication of outlets, they argued, had caused such 
a drop in trade at individual houses that ‘Men who were in affluence in Liverpool a 
few years ago were now in poverty and distress’25 The magistrates were then put 
under pressure to convert beerhouse into full licences, pressure which they resisted 
until 1862, when a brief policy of ‘free licensing’ was embarked upon. This was 
reversed in 1866, but the result was that full licence numbers had increased by 370 to 
1,937.26 Again, the established licensed victuallers alleged that this contributed to 
widespread devaluations of their property.27 The result of these changes was that 
licensed house property was cheap for those with sufficient capital to purchase, as was 
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the case with Andrew Walker. By the time restriction was put back in place, he was 
the owner of sufficient property to benefit from the increase in values. Giving 
evidence to the 1877 Lord Select Committee on Temperance, John Patterson, a 
Liverpool magistrate, reported that 
 ‘it so happened that 10 or 12 years ago the largest proprietor of public-
houses then in the town made this observation in my hearing: "If the 
magistrates continue the free trade system I shall double the number of 
my houses, and if they stop it will double the value of the houses I 
have."'28   
Walker was not the only brewer in Liverpool to be managing public houses and it 
became established as a common practice.29 What did this mean for the character of 
these houses? 
 
It certainly meant tight control over managers, with a list of rules being pasted inside 
the covers of the books of account that they were to keep.30 These for example, meant 
that they were ‘prohibited from seeking to establish relations of companionship or 
intimacy with his customers by smoking with them while on duty, or by treating them 
or being himself treated.’31 The list of 19 rules stated that ‘the Manager is responsible 
for the house being in every respect well conducted’ and ended with the ominous rule 
19, ‘Penalty for the breach of any of the above Rules, Dismissal.’32 It was this strict 
enforcement of discipline that led to a shift in magisterial opinion on the managerial 
system. Marked at first by hostility, then by reluctant tolerance, it shifted to 
enthusiastic endorsement as they realised that more effective control over the conduct 
of houses could be exercised by the internal inspection forces of companies like 
Walkers than by the stretched external inspections of the police. Indeed, the 
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independent licensed victuallers of the city were horrified by the 1912 declaration by 
the chairman of the Licensing Committee that ‘houses managed for brewers are 
conducted more in conformity with the wishes of the bench than tenanted houses’.33 
The development of the managed house system in Liverpool, therefore, was the 
production of a number of imperatives, not least amongst which were the demands of 
temperance campaigners for tight control over public houses.34 However, what impact 
did this tight control have over the conduct of these houses? 
 
One impact was the rather austere nature of many of the houses. Despite the 
magnificence of their exterior décor, inside they were often, Mass Observation found, 
dedicated to little more than drinking, with games being discouraged.35 In 1939 the 
prohibition by the Liverpool justices of the playing of darts formed the subject of 
questions in the Commons, with one MP making the point that ‘in Liverpool the 
licensing justices are really anti-licensing justices, of a very narrow frame of mind.' 36 
However, whilst such edicts might be willingly enforced in managed houses, the main 
thrust for this came from the justices, not from the companies themselves. Indeed, the 
evidence from their records suggests that they paid little attention to the character of 
events within the house, provided that they were within the bounds of the rules laid 
down. These may have been strict, but they were both primarily aimed at disciplining 
the workforce and at codifying the requirements of the law and the local justices. The 
Board of Directors’ minute books suggest little interest in the nature of the houses 
themselves. Beyond a recording of house takings in the aggregate and notes of 
purchases, there is remarkably little on either the pubs themselves or those who 
worked in them. The company, for example, was responsible for building some very 
ostentatious and well-known houses in the centre of Liverpool, such as the Crown 
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Hotel on Lime Street.37 However, one struggles to find anything about the shaping of 
these houses in the minutes. The aggregate figures of takings are, however, 
suggestive. They allow us to calculate, for the years between 1896 and 1907, a figure 
for average takings per house. Whilst this is a crude figure with no allowance for price 
inflation, it gives a fairly constant figure in the range of £2000 to £2200.38   Together 
with other evidence, this suggests that the company adopted a strategy based on 
property purchase rather than on the exploitation of existing assets, that is, an 
extensive rather than an intensive strategy. This is understandable in the conditions in 
which the company found itself. Just beyond our period, in 1953, a leader in the 
Brewers Journal on ‘salesmanship’   pointed out that historically the trade had not 
tried to ‘sell’ the pub as this would engender hostility.39 It is not surprising, therefore, 
that the debates within the Board were about the nature, extent and pace of property 
acquisition rather than on how the pubs acquired were run.40 
 
This lack of interest extends to a lack of discussion of the managers and their 
conditions themselves.41 However, what is suggestive are occasional notes such as 
that recording the death of John Wells, outdoor superintendent at Warrington, who  
'had been a faithful servant of the Company for upwards of 47 years, first as a Vaults 
Manager and latterly as Outdoor Manager' 42 This suggests that whilst all managers 
were liable to dismissal, many might serve for long periods not only with the 
company but also in the same house. This is confirmed by an analysis of a sample of 
managed houses, drawn from the property registers and cross-referenced to the 
licensing registers.43 For the 20 houses for which information has been gathered, the 
modal number of managers was five over the period 1881-1930. The maximum 
number of managers was ten, which still does not suggest excessive turnover. 
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Moreover, there was a tendency for the managers who lasted under two years to be 
clustered together, as if once the manager were established, they tended to stay for 
reasonable periods. One caveat should be made to this analysis: there was a tendency, 
particularly in the earlier years, for licences to be held by owners or brewery staff. For 
example, considerable embarrassment was caused to the brewer and Tory councillor 
John Houlding (the ‘King of Everton’) who held the licence for 131 Rishton Street. 
He was summonsed in 1885 for harbouring a police constable. Whilst the case was 
dismissed and it was recognised that Houlding had delegated the running of the house 
to a manager, the case fuelled the argument that ‘that the man who manages a public-
house, and he only, should be the licensee, and should be directly responsible to the 
community for its good management.'44 Two of the houses in the sample appear to 
have been held in this way, and it might be that changes of managers were more 
frequent here. However, the average length of tenure of the managers who completed 
a full term within the period was nine years, with some examples of exceptionally 
long service in the same house – eleven managers served for over 20 years, with the 
long service award going to John Edwards for his 43 years at 53 Great Mersey Street. 
What this sample does indicate is that as well as some managers holding houses for 
long periods, they must have started at an early age. Managers in Liverpool seem to 
have been recruited from the ranks of bar staff in a fashion that contrasted 
considerably with the tenancy model. Under this, tenants generally took a house as a 
shift of occupation in middle age, often occasioned by an earlier occupational career, 
such as the armed services or the police, which required such a change.45 It was this 
pattern to which management came to be assimilated and fits better with the practice 
of the other major company employing the ‘managerial system’, the Birmingham firm 
of Mitchells and Butlers. 
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 Mitchells and Butlers was formed by the merger of the two firms of William Butler 
and Henry Mitchell in 1898. The experience and drive for running managed houses 
came from the first named. William Butler held the licence of the London Works 
Tavern, Smethwick in 1866 and, in the tradition of Birmingham, brewed on the 
premises.46 He began to acquire outlets in which to sell his beer and was put in charge 
of the retail side of the merged business. 47 At his death it was noted that ‘it was 
always felt that Mr William Butler was more a retailer - although he was a brewer - 
than any other member of the trade.’48 Just as in Liverpool, the drive behind the 
creation of managed houses came from a company with roots in the retail trade, but 
the local context was very different. Despite the more lurid pronouncements of Joseph 
Chamberlain about the perils of the drink trade and running debates with the licensing 
magistrates, there was still a strong sense of cooperation between the pub owning 
companies and local politicians. This resulted in the creation of a company to organise 
the removal of redundant public houses that anticipated later legislation. This very 
different local context might be put down to the residential patterns of the 
Birmingham ruling class, who stayed close to the city rather than fleeing to distant 
country estates, as was the case in Liverpool.49 This engendered particularly close 
family relations between the Chamberlain family and William Waters Butler, son of 
William and a powerful figure in national brewing circles in the inter-war years.50 
Whatever the causes, what emerged in Birmingham on the part of both politicians and 
brewers was a move for ‘fewer but better’ public houses in which management would 
play a central part. This was still management as control, but control dedicated 
towards the improvement of the house. In turn, this public position was reflected in 
and influenced by internal practices. 
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 The minute books suggest a much closer involvement and interest in the running of 
houses on the part of the directors. In part, this was to do with financial performance, 
with the company building elaborate and extensive systems to monitor takings and 
expenditure.51 However, they also took a considerable personal interest in what 
happened in the houses. In 1909, for example ‘Mr C Mitchell reported that Mr W. W 
Butler, Mr Edge and himself had spent last Wednesday afternoon at the House and 
had particularly investigated the staff list and other expenditure and had concluded 
that the Staff could not be reduced and that the only way to make the House pay is to 
increase the turnover.’52 This personal interest was supplemented by an extensive 
mechanism of house inspectors, but interestingly attempts were also made to involve 
house managers. In 1907, for example, it was resolved that ‘Managers and tenants to 
be requested to report to us on matters affecting the trade.’53 This close involvement 
with the running of houses gave some credibility to Arthur Mitchell’s declaration in 
1945 that 'I have heard it said that customers of licensed houses liked the small, 
inconvenient, hole-and-corner places of the past. In my experience of the licensed 
trade, and having been in close touch with our customers through the company's 
managerial system of trading, I can honestly say this is all stuff and nonsense.'54  
 
This brief review of the two leading exponents of the ‘managerial system’ should 
suggest a number of conclusions. One is that the employment of managers to run 
public houses does not inevitably produce the same results. The specific local 
contexts produced different approaches – the dash for expansion and relative lack of 
interest in the detail of the house on the part of Peter Walker & Sons as against the 
‘fewer but better’ policies coupled with some moulding of the running of the house at 
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central level by Mitchells & Butlers. In both cases the nature of local politics 
contributed to a particular style of running houses – austere and rather confrontational 
in Liverpool, more considered and cooperative in Birmingham. However, in both 
cases the similarities were that the management of houses was used to mediate and 
enforce the pressures coming from local politicians and regulators. Thus, when we 
talk of ‘commercial’ influences on the character of public houses, we have to be 
careful to distinguish both between different attitudes towards what constituted 
retailing practice on the part of different companies, and between the way in which 
these influences might in fact have been more to do with broader pressures. In terms 
of our distinction between control and interpretation, the argument is that the 
pressures in our period were largely towards the former. That is, the companies who 
were most prominent in their employment of public house managers used them to 
ensure that licences were not jeopardised and to maximise financial returns. Their 
degree of involvement in establishing the character of the pubs on a day-to-day basis 
was relatively limited. These companies were, of course, in the vanguard of what we 
might take to be ‘commercialised leisure’ in that they had direct control of their 
retailing activities. In this, they were very much in the minority, with most companies 
operating their outlets at arms length. It is to the broader practice in the industry that 
we turn now, examining the deep commitment of most industry players to the tenancy 
model, a commitment that we find echoed and reinforced by many magistrates.  
Resistance and improvement 
 
‘'The Bristol magistrates’ reported the Brewers Journal in 1882,  ‘hold strong notions 
about this business. No technical equivocations regarding tenancy can overcome their 
austere judgement. They insist on genuine bona fide tenancy. They do not admire the 
 20
Post-Pri t
system of a capitalist - of course, to the outside world all brewers are capitalists - 
owning a number of houses and placing people in them - for his own exclusive 
profit.’55 This was explicitly referred to as ‘the Liverpool system’ and this should 
remind us once again of the need to take local and regional differences seriously 
during this period.56 Whilst there were some producers with increasingly national 
distribution systems, notably Bass and Guinness, public house ownership was 
strongly concentrated in particular areas. In these areas, the attitudes of local 
magistrates were crucial. Whilst the Birmingham and Liverpool magistrates might 
accept and eventually welcome managers, others were more resistant. Even after the 
case of Mellor vs Lydiate in 1914 which found that managers came within the 
definition of ‘fit and proper persons’ to hold licences, magistrates in many areas, and 
particularly in London, resisted the introduction of managers.57 Indeed, such 
resistance was to scupper the expansionist plans of Peter Walker & Son in the pre-
First World War years.58 A form of guerrilla resistance continued during the inter-war 
years, drawing upon notions of the independent tenant. 
 
Such notions were also shared by many brewery companies. In a quite prescient 
observation, Alexander Part commented 'The fact is that there is no natural affinity 
between Brewing and Hotelkeeping ; the alliance is entirely "a marriage of 
convenience," and the best remedy, in practice, is divorce.'59  Many brewing 
companies were unwilling owners of houses, feeling that they had been driven into 
this by competitive pressures. Tetley’s, for example, faced just the same expansion of 
beerhouses in Leeds as did Peter Walker & Sons, but resisted the acquisition of 
property for as long as possible.60 Whilst we have seen that the firms running 
managed houses had their origins in the retail trade, this seems to have been unusual. 
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Whilst we can give a number of examples of other brewing companies having their 
origins with publicans – the Liverpool firm of Robert Cain & Sons, Offilers of Derby 
and Bullivant’s of Norwich, for example - these are far outweighed by those founded 
by farmers or maltsters.61 Whilst many of these companies might have owned some 
houses from an early period, their prime motivation was production, with houses 
being seen as a distribution network, rather than as retail outlets. Indeed, innovations 
in the way that public houses were run, whether they be the employment of barmaids, 
the evolution into the music hall or connections with organized sport were as likely to 
be the work of enterprising tenants as stemming from brewing companies.62 The 
implications of this production focus were perhaps seen best in the case of Bass, by 
far the largest company in the industry, but something of an ailing giant in the inter-
war period. Hawkins notes the neglect of its tied houses and its lack of interest in the 
‘improved public houses movement’.63 One telling example was the construction in 
the 1940s of houses in cooperation with the Hull-based brewery of Moor and Rhodes 
that featured men only bars at a time when the trade press was calling for a greater 
appeal to women as customers. 64   As Avis comments, ‘Needless to say, these bars 
were the last flowering of a faded social drinking pattern, clung to by a Bass company 
living in the past. Alone amongst the brewery companies in its promotion of men only 
bars, it was immune to the others opening up their outlets to mixed custom in all the 
bars; it adhered to "Bass for Men" as the inspiration of its commercial activity.’ 65 
Thus, many companies had little interest in either the nature of their houses or in the 
changes that the managerial system might bring. As Gourvish and Wilson note, by the 
end of our period ‘in the main, traditional retailing practices persisted, and the tied 
house system served to protect the market shares of the smaller, locally based brewing 
concerns.’66 
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 Davies reminds us of the deep conservatism of many drinkers in the 1930s; we can 
perhaps link this attitude to a mutually reinforcing conservatism on the part of many 
pub owning companies. 67 This suggests that their interest was largely in production 
and not in interfering with what went on in their public houses. Their control was 
exercised at one remove, through the rent mechanism, rather than by any direct 
intervention. Of course, to have intervened any further would have required some 
sense of the customer and their changing needs, and the response to the publication of 
the Mass Observation investigations of ‘Worktown’s’ drinking habits is suggestive. 
Whilst pointing out that  ‘the average Southerner will not recognise Worktown's 
public-houses as prototypes of those around him’ the Brewers Journal gave the book 
an extensive review and welcomed it in an editorial as the first attempt to take 
seriously the views of those who drank in pubs.68 It concluded that ‘no director, no 
brewery staff manager and no outdoor representative can neglect to read this book' 
and the work clearly informed its increasingly frequent editorials on the need for the 
industry to recognise changing leisure patterns and to respond to them. The 
underlying text was that there were many in the industry who were not taking 
changing customer needs seriously. Rather, they adopted a somewhat paternalistic 
view that they were the arbiters of what was good for their customers, much to the 
dismay of more advanced sections of the trade as represented by the Brewers Journal. 
It saw the development of selling and marketing skills as central to such responses, set 
in the context of increasing control over houses through direct management. In 1946, 
for example, an editorial suggested that 'Moreover, that in the matter of upkeep, the 
provision of indoor and outdoor amenities, and particularly in relation to the service 
of meals, managed houses, as a whole, excel to an extent never yet attained under the 
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tenancy system.'69 However, it would be fair to point out that in this focus on 
customers the Brewers Journal was well in advance of practice in the industry. Most 
firms remained firmly wedded to the tenancy model and its distance from customers. 
However, even in the more ‘advanced’ sections of the industry we can see a similar 
rather Olympian attitude towards customers. Something of these attitudes can be 
traced in the development of the ‘improved public house’ movement. This movement 
was much more to do with ensuring the respectability of the brewing industry than it 
was to do with identifying and meeting customer needs. 
 
A good deal has been written about this movement, which sought to build new houses 
as exemplars of what might be done across the industry and was associated with a 
number of leading companies – notably Mitchells and Butlers, Barclay Perkins, 
Whitbread, and Newcastle Breweries.70 However, the focus for this discussion is what 
the movement tells us about the nature of central interpretation in the pub-owning 
companies. The case of the Downham Tavern in London will illustrate some of the 
complexities that suggest, once again, we need to recognise the inter-related 
influences that shaped the public house. The Downham Tavern was built by Barclay 
Perkins to serve a new London County Council estate. It was an enormous house 
featuring function rooms, a restaurant and, most notably, waitress-only service of 
drinks. However, in 1937 the company went to the licensing justices to ask for 
permission for structural alterations to reintroduce bars. A new house was being built 
on the edge of the estate and the company was worried that customers would desert 
the Downham to be able to drink at the bar. Customers, they argued, were suspicious 
about their beer if they couldn’t see it being poured. ‘'The spontaneous revolt of the 
public at Downham against notions of public-house improvement imposed at the 
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behest of people who have never entered a public-house as customers in their lives,’ 
argued the Brewers Journal,   ‘carries a lesson which we may hope will not be lost 
upon Licensing Justices generally or upon the Trade.'71  Again, what we have 
something rather more than simple unmediated ‘commercial leisure’. It is interesting 
to trace some of these influences, as they suggest the deeper roots of the improved 
public house movement, roots that go beyond the much discussed influence of the 
State Management scheme at Carlisle.72 We have already seen the advocacy of fewer 
but better houses by Mitchells & Butlers before the First World War, to which we 
need to add the efforts by Sydney Neville of Whitbread to promote better training of 
public house staff in improved surroundings. Another important stream is that of the 
Public House Trust Movement. This was established in the early years of the 
twentieth century to promote the ‘disinterested management’ of public houses.73 As 
such it represented the moderate wing of the temperance movement and brought many 
of that movement’s attitudes towards drinkers with it. Of particular interest is 
Alexander Part, the managing director who, as we have seen, wrote the first text on 
running public houses and after the First World War moved to Barclay Perkins to run 
their improved managed houses.74 He was to suggest in 1930 the abolition of the bar 
and the provision of entertainment in houses.75 This hatred of the bar was reflected in 
a much earlier call by Sir Laurence Gomme, Clerk to London County Council,  to 
transform the "individual secrecy of the public-house" into the "comradeship of the 
cafe."76 Such attitudes were not restricted to London. At Bristol, reported the Brewers 
Journal, 
 
 the lessee of a site for a public-house is required to enter into covenants that 
the licensed refreshment house shall be placed under the care of a manager 
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experienced in catering and that the manager shall be engaged on terms giving 
him a direct monetary interest in promoting the sale of food and non-alcoholic 
refreshments, but not of alcoholic liquors.  He is required also to encourage 
the consumption of food and liquor at separate tables served by waiters and 
waitresses instead of at a bar and to develop to the utmost the catering side of 
the business, and, in particular, the sale of cooked food and non-alcoholic 
liquors.'77 
 
Similar moves and restrictions were to be found on new council estates elsewhere. 
The pub owning companies may well have taken advantage of these new 
opportunities and their provision of large houses may have in part met their 
commercial agendas, as well as their often rather top-down views of customer needs. 
However, they were also working in circumstances in which constrained their actions. 
Such constraints were a powerful influence in shaping and limiting their intervention 
in the nature of the houses that they ran. Efforts to gain a much deeper understanding 
of customer needs, to recognise new and different types of customers and to both 
meet and shape those customer needs were not to happen in any significant form until 
after 1950. 
 
Conclusions 
 
The comment from Mass Observation that heads this article suggests that the impact 
of ‘commercialised leisure’ on the public house is a little more complex than might be 
imagined. The development of Irish pubs, for example (as opposed to the themed 
pubs of recent years) has taken place under a variety of forms of ownership and 
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produced a range of forms that suggests we can overplay the influence of companies 
in forming activities within the public house. Of course, this is not to argue that they 
have no influence, but rather that this influence is both mediated within the pub itself 
and has been shaped before it reaches the pub by a variety of forces. The material 
presented above suggests both that the managed public house is of older vintage than 
is generally recognised and that its impact varies. Part of this variation depended on 
company strategies. Some of these might be based on extensive exploitation of a 
range of outlets, in which the emphasis was on the control of the workforce rather 
than of the customers. In other cases, a rather more intensive style might be adopted, 
which focused on raising the standards within outlets to make them more profitable. 
We might also recognise that companies appealed to different groups of customers 
and their approach to running pubs might differ accordingly. It is noticeable, for 
example, that Bailey’s discussion of the barmaid has its focus on the City and West 
End of London and a middle class clientele, an extremely specialised market in the 
context of the Victorian pub.78 However, whatever the motive, and recognising quite 
clearly that the demands of capital accumulation in conditions of market competition 
are powerful constraints, we also have to recognise that companies operate in 
particular local contexts. This was especially important in the running of public 
houses in our period, when no company possessed a national reach nor tried to 
operate outlets on anything other than an individual basis. The particular constellation 
of local politicians, pressure groups and magistrates conditioned what companies 
could achieve in their houses.  
 
This article has used the distinction between control and interpretation to explore 
these different contexts and strategies. They indicate that the primary concern of most 
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public house owning companies was with control rather than interpretation. Whilst 
they built elaborate systems to ensure workplace discipline, this was in part to meet 
the needs of regulatory authorities. There is little to suggest that they did so in order to 
shape the activities that went on within the public house. The strongest expression of 
central interpretation lies in the physical form of the built environment of the pub. The 
gigantic improved houses of the inter-war period reflected top-down notions of what 
was good for the customer, rather than any response to what customers were looking 
for. We have, in this, of course, to recognise the extreme conservatism of many 
customers.79 Whilst there is a great temptation to bemoan changes in pub 
environments, it does seem to be the case that in, for example, the discussion of 
women drinking in public houses that many trade publications and companies were 
considerably in advance of both customers and tenants. There is both loss and gain in 
the shift towards more central interpretation. However, the real changes in the public 
house were to occur after 1950. It is wrong of us to project these changes backwards, 
whatever we might think of their contemporary manifestations. What historians of 
leisure need to do is operate with a rather more sophisticated concept of 
commercialised leisure than they have in the past, a conception in which the inter-
related notions of control and interpretation might well play an important role. 
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Interpretation and the pub 1850-1950 
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Figure 1: the continuum of control and interpretation 
 
Year Managed Tenanted Total 
1860 5 1 6 
1870 32 2 34 
1880 72 2 74 
1890 150 18 168 
1900 266 40 306 
1910 326 40 366 
Table 1: Peter Walker & Son public house ownership in Liverpool 1860-1910 
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